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soldier was feeling something of the same, or perhaps he was just
abashed at the failure of his scheme* Anyhow, he had no more
suggestions to offer and stared as wretchedly at his handiwork as I.
There was nothing we could do but restore the outraged thing
to the shelter from which it had been torn, and with some show of
reverence this time we lifted the stark carcase off the smouldering
ruins of the fire and stowed it with some difficulty in the coffin
again. The soldier was invaluable. At last it was done, and the
broken pieces of lid covered the misery over. I swore to myself
that nothing would ever induce me to look beneath them again*
The soldier now turned to me for orders. I stepped to the door
of the barn to see what the situation was outside. I was feeling like
a washed-out rag after all the emotional excitement I had gone
through and no more capable of dealing with the peasant mob
waiting for us outside the gate than a man suffering from concussion
after a toss would be of handling a drove of wild bulls. I was, in fact,
so stupefied that I had stared for a few seconds at the top of a
covered lorry projecting over the top of the wall along the lane
before I realized that it was a lorry and a new one, not ours, which
was still in the same position barring the entrance through the gate.
In the crisis of discovering that Rasputin's body would not burn we
had not heard its arrival. I could hear many voices beyond the wall,
but they were calm and ordered by comparison with the furious
shouting that had been going on when last I was aware of anything
outside the barn. My two men were no longer in their lorry.
Evidently something had happened of which we had been too intent
on our beastly work to take notice.
I went forward to the gate, climbed into our lorry, and found a
dozen men of the machine-gun company, which had been guarding
the entrance to the palace, shepherding the peasants at the point of
their bayonets down the road. Hearing the shots, they had come to
investigate, and my men had induced them to come to our aid. It
was as though fate had permitted them to arrive only when the
sorry play of the gipsy's prophecy was safely over and Rasputin's
poor dead body had been both uselessly washed and warmed.
They escorted us and our burden to the main road, and in
due course that evening I handed over the broken coffin to the
charge of a white-coated chief chemist at the laboratory, who
smilingly asked me if I cared to attend the last rites. In the tedious
brief tragical mirth of "Rasputin Dead" he spoke the last gag.